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The Arab revolt of Shaňf Husayn of Mecca in the years 1916 -  1918 is considered in the historical 
literature, both scholarly and popular, as the only revolutionary movement of the Arabs against the 
Ottoman Empire during World War I that reached the stage of realization and success during this 
period. By no means was it the only revolt of the Arabs against the Turks during the World War, but 
its success has over-shadowed the other plans and attempts at revolt and has caused them to be 
erased from historical memory. However, five secret agreements, made during the course of the 
First World War, foretold the break-up of the Ottoman Empire. The nations involved in this prospec
tive carving up of the Ottoman realm were Britain, France, Russia and Italy. Of these four signato
ries of the various treaties in question, Russia voluntarily relinquished her claims against Turkey 
shortly before the advent of the Bolshevik revolution and Italy was forced to play a minor role in the 
post-war apportionment of territory by the pressure of events and great-Power politics.
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When the war broke out in the summer of 1914 between the Allies (Britain, 
France and Russia) and the Central Powers (Germany and Austro-Hungary) it 
was by no means a foregone conclusion that the Ottoman Empire would side with 
the latter. The Empire was effectively ruled by a triumvirate of Young Turks -  
Enver, Talaat and Jamäl. While they were alarmed by Russia’s long-standing am
bitions towards Constantinople they were also concerned with German imperial 
expansionism. Ultimately, however, the matter was decided in favour of the Cen
tral Powers because Enver Pasha, who was the dominant figure in the Ottoman 
government, was inclined towards Germany. On 2 August 1914 the Germans suc
ceeded in concluding a secret alliance with the Ottoman Empire in Constantinople1 
of which the Allied Powers were in ignorance. The British wanted to keep the 
Turks neutral chiefly because they needed their whole strength to fight Germany. 
Two other motives were just as important: the one, fear that war with the only

1 Lenczowski, George: The Middle East in World Affairs. New York, Ithaca, Cornell Univer
sity Press 1957, p. 37.
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independent Muslim power, and with the Caliph of Islam, would overtax India’s 
loyalty and disturb Egypt; the other, fear of a military threat to the Suez Canal at a 
time of need for the quick passage of Indian troops to France.

On 29 October 1914 German battle-ships under Ottoman flag bombarded the 
Russian port of Odessa and on 5 November the Empire declared war on the Al
lies.2 This fatal decision was to affect the political status of the peoples of the 
central Islamic countries for several generations. The Ottoman Empire was a more 
formidable enemy than the Allies had generally supposed. The reforms instituted 
by Sultan Abdülhamid and continued by the Young Turks had produced some 
results. The Allies’ attempt to knock the Empire out of the war in 1915, through 
the Gallipoli expedition, was a costly failure.3 The Ottomans retained the fighting 
qualities which had terrified Christendom four centuries earlier. But in 1914 the 
Allies were less concerned with Turkey’s military power than the effect that going 
to war with the world’s principal Islamic state and its Sultan-Caliph might have on 
their own millions of Muslim subjects in French North-west Africa, in British India 
and in Russian central Asia. In Europe it had been the custom for many generations 
to equate Muslims with “fanaticism”, and it was popularly supposed that any true 
Muslim was only waiting for a suitable opportunity to slaughter the infidel.

At this point the British had no general plan for the future disposal of Ottoman 
territory. Suggestions for an advance on Baghdad began to be made shortly after the 
fall of Basra, while the commander-in-chief in Egypt proposed, in December 1914, 
an expedition to Alexandretta to divert the Ottomans from an attack on Egypt. Un
like the British, the French from the outset saw in the war an opportunity for the 
realization of an ancient dream -  the establishment of their control over the Levant.

Holy war or “jihäd” had after all been enjoined upon the Muslim Faithful as a 
sacred duty by the Prophet Muhammad, and inevitably the Committee of Union 
and Progress (C.U.P.) lost no time in calling upon all true believers to rise against 
their European rulers.4 Britain was especially concerned, both because of the large 
numbers of Muslims in the Indian Army and because of its strategically vital 
position in Egypt, where the population was not only predominantly Muslim, but 
many of the upper class of beys and pashas were Turkish by race and outlook. As 
things turned out, British fears were exaggerated. There was little public expres
sion of pan-Islamic feeling among the Egyptian public and it scarcely affected the 
armed forces. Soon after war with Turkey was declared Britain ended the nominal 
Ottoman suzerainty over Egypt, which became a British Protectorate, and replaced 
the pro-Turkish khedive (that is to say, hereditary viceroy) cAbbäs HilmI II with 
his elderly uncle, Husayn Kāmii, who was given the title of sultan.5 All this took

2 Hart, Liddel: History of the First World War. London and Sydney, Pan Books 1976, p. 133.
3 Steel, Nigel and Peter Hart: Defeat at Gallipoli. London, Pan Books 2002, pp. 364 -  366.
4 Shaw, Stanford J. and Ezel Kural Shaw: History of the Ottoman Empire and Modem Turkey. 
Volume II: Reform, Revolution, and Republic: The Rise of Modem Turkey, 1808 -  1975. 
Cambridge University Press 1997, pp. 3 1 0 -3 1 2 .
5 Ar-Räfi0!, cAbdarrahmān: Muhammad Fand ramz al-ichlās wa at-tadhiya. Tārieh Misr al-qawml 
min sanat 1908 iiā sanat 1919. (M. F. the Symbol of Devotion and Sacrifice. National History of 
Egypt from 1908 tol919). 3rd. Edition. Cairo, Maktabat an-nahda al-misriya 1962, s. 416 -  417.
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place with virtually no public opposition inside Egypt. It merely gave formal ex
pression to the fact of British control over Egypt, which had lasted for three de
cades.

The status of the holy cities of Mecca and Medina was indeed a consideration 
of great importance to Britain. War against the Ottoman sultan-caliph would, it 
was feared, imperil British control of the millions of Muslims in Egypt, the Sudan, 
India and elsewhere, to say nothing of those under French and Russian rule. On 7 
November 1914 a fatwä of the shaykh al-Islām of Istanbul declared jihäd to be the 
duty of all Muslims to unite in arms against Britain, France and Russia as enemies 
of Islam.6 When the holy war was declared and attempted to fire the Muslim 
world against the Entente Allies, Britain began seriously to attempt to counteract 
that influence by inciting the Arabs to fight their old enemies. A Muslim figure
head, to counteract the prestige of the sultan, was therefore needed by the Allies, 
and the British in particular. The amir of Mecca, the Häshimite Sharif Husayn, 
was an obvious candidate for this role. As a descendant of the Prophet (which the 
Ottoman sultan was not), and as an Arab chief with great personal influence among 
the tribes of al-Hijāz, Husayn would be a valuable ally, if he could be persuaded to 
declare himself openly. Long restive under Turkish domination, and more recently 
upset by the tactics of Jamäl Pasha’s policy in Syria and Lebanon, the Arabs lent 
a ready ear to British proposals.7

If the call to jihäd was finally only of minor concern to the Allies it placed the 
Sharif of Mecca in an awkward position. Before the outbreak of war, when it was 
far from inevitable that the Ottoman Empire would be drawn into it, SharifHusayn 
had been prepared for a struggle with Constantinople to assert his independent 
rights in al-Hijāz. Sharif Husayn had, for his part, reasons for working with the 
British. Although the amirs of Mecca possessed a good deal of autonomy, they 
were dependent on the sultan, who appointed and could depose them, and inter
vention in their affairs was facilitated by the division of the Häshimites into two 
rival clans (daw! cAwn) and (dawl Zayd) competing for the supremacy. He him
self, after fifteen years of detention in Istanbul, had been appointed to the amirate 
in 1908 by the Committee of Union and Progress.8

Kitchener, at Ronald Storrs’s suggestion, had approached Sharif Husayn six 
weeks before Turkey entered the war to find out which way the Arabs would turn 
if Turkey allied itself to Germany. The Sharif had been as cautious as Kitchener 
himself had been with amir cAbdallāh eight months earlier. Two weeks before the 
war with the Ottoman Empire began Great Britain inquired of Sharif Husayn of 
al-Hijāz what his attitude would be in the case of war. Husayn gave an evasive 
answer. A further message from Kitchener (who by now was Minister of War in 
the British Cabinet) promised SAan/'Husayn that if he would come out against the

6 Antonius, George: The Arab Awakening: The Story of the Arab National Movement. Beirut 
1962, pp. 1 4 0 -1 4 1 .
7 Liman von Sanders, Otto: Five Years in Turkey. Annapolis, Md. 1927, pp. 144 -  145.
8 Holt, Peter M.: Egypt and the Fertile Crescent, 1516 -  1922. New York, Ithaca, Cornell 
University Press 1967, p. 174.
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Turks Britain would guarantee his retention of the title of Grand Sharif and de
fend him against external aggression. It hinted that if the Sharif was declared 
caliph he would have Britain’s support, and included a general promise to help the 
Arabs obtain their freedom.9

Sultan’s entry into the war gave him two choices: either he could answer the 
call to jihdd by siding with the Ottoman sultan and hope that after the war the 
grateful Turks would satisfy Arab aspirations, or he could throw in his lot with the 
Allies in the hope that they would help the Arabs to win their own independence. 
The choice was appallingly difficult because it depended on so many unforesee
able factors. His own family was divided, with amīr cAbdallāh favouring an alli
ance with Britain and his younger son Faysal (later king of Syria and Iraq) at that 
time inclined towards siding with the Turks. In either case, a decision could not 
long be delayed as Turkish demands for a response to the appeal for jihdd became 
more insistent. Nevertheless the Sharif managed to stall them skilfully for several 
months. Meanwhile he was continuously sounding out Britain to see what guaran
tees of support for the Arab national movement he could expect if he were to take 
the risky step of raising a revolt against the Turks and sending emissaries into 
Syria, Iraq and elsewhere in Arabia to test the reaction of the Arabs in these areas. 
FawzI al-Bakrl, an emissary from the al-Fatāt society in Syria arrived in Mecca 
and assured the Sharif of support from that quarter.

STzan/Husayn decided to send his son Faysal to Istanbul. Besides the official 
and overt purpose of his mission, he was to find out how serious the plans of the 
Arab societies were and what real forces were available to them. On 26 March 
1915 Faysal arrived in Damascus. The leaders of al-Fatāt decided to take him into 
the society and reveal their plans to him. At a meeting held in the al-Bakrl house 
with the participation o fcAll Ridā ar-Rikābī, Yäsln al-HāshimI, Ahmad QadrI and 
others, Faysal was sworn in as a member of the society, and was offered the lead
ership of the revolt which was to break out simultaneously in Syria and al-Hijāz. 
After a stay of two weeks in Damascus, Faysal continued on to Istanbul.10

The leaders of the societies met for a number of secret discussions and at the 
end formulated the “Damascus Protocol”, which contained the territorial and other 
demands that Sharif Husayn was to present to the British: “The recognition by 
Great Britain of the independence of the Arab countries lying within the follow
ing frontiers: North: The line Mersin -  Adana to parallel 37° N, and thence along 
the line Birejik -  Urfa -  Mardin -  Jazirat (Ibn cUmar) -  Amadia to the Persian 
frontier; East: The Persian frontier down to the Persian Gulf; South: The Indian 
Ocean (with the exclusion of Aden, whose status was to be maintained); West: 
The Red Sea and the Mediterranean Sea back to Mersin. The abolition of all ex
ceptional privileges granted to foreigners under the Capitulations; The conclusion 
of a defensive alliance between Great Britain and the future independent Arab 
state; The grant of economic preference to Great Britain.”11

9 Storrs, Ronald: Orientations. London, Nicholson and Watson 1945, pp. 150 -  153.
10 Tauber, Eliezer: The Arab Movements in World War I. London, Frank Cass 1993, pp. 6 2 -6 3 .
11 Antonius, The Arab Awakening, pp. 157 -  158.
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Faysal returned to Syria on his way home and arrived in Damascus on 23 May. 
On his arrival representatives of the societies handed him the Damascus Protocol 
and told him that they had all that was necessary to start the revolt. All that they 
were asking was for Faysal to lead it. Faysal arrived to Mecca on 20 June, gave his 
father the Damascus Protocol and reported to him on the readiness of the mem
bers of the societies to open a revolt in Syria and to work together with the British, 
if the latter should accept the conditions of the protocol. This message was enough 
to cause SAarz/TIusayn to contemplate the much wider objective of a general Arab 
revolt against the Turks under his leadership. Immediately afterwards Husayn and 
Faysal left Mecca for Ta’if, and there they were joined by cAlI and cAbdallāh for 
a family discussion of the situation. The family conference produced two deci
sions: (a) Faysal would return to Syria, contact the leaders of the societies and 
organize with them the preparations for the revolt, to break out simultaneously in 
Syria and al-Hijāz. (The suggested time for the outbreak was the following win
ter). (b) Husayn would open negotiations with Britain.12 How-ever, soon after 
Faysaľs departure the removal of Arab divisions from Syria nullified the plan to 
start the revolt there. The country was under the iron grip of Jamäl Pasha, the 
Commander-in-Chief of the Ottoman forces in Syria.

Meanwhile the British for their part were trying to make up their minds how 
far they should go in responding to SAanJfHusayn’s demands. With his unique 
position in the Islamic world and his relatively independent status, the Sharif was 
not only the obvious person to lead an Arab revolt against the Turks, but the one 
who could most effectively counter the effect of the call to jihad. But at that stage 
Britain had almost no knowledge of the state of opinion inside Syria and Iraq, 
although she was in a position to sound the feelings of leading Arabs in Cairo. 
Moreover she had to consider the interests of her principal allies, Russia and France, 
especially the latter whose claim to a special position in Syria, based on long
standing cultural and political ties, had been acknowledged by Britain before the 
war. The government of India also, which, though British, had its own interests 
and means of pressure in Whitehall, regarded the Arabian peninsula as its special 
concern. It had been responsible for negotiating the treaty with Ibn Sa^d.13

For starting a revolt SAan/Husayn required much more specific assurances from 
the Allies, and the year 1915 was spent trying to elicit them from Cairo while he 
continued to sound out the opinion of the other leading Arabs with whom he was in 
contact. In Arabia Ibn Rashid of the Shammar region and the Imām Yahyä were pro- 
Turk, while Ibn Sacūd in the Najd, al-ldrisl in al-cAs!r and the Ruler of Kuwait 
(which was linked to Britain by the Treaty of alliance of 1899) were anti-Turk, 
although they were unable to offer any positive contribution to an Arab revolt. Ibn 
Sa°ūd warmly supported the Sharif in his abstention from endorsing the call to jihäd.14

12 Lawrence, T. E.: Seven Pillars of Wisdom. Penguin Books 1964, pp. 50 -  51; Tauber, The 
Arab Movements in World War I, p. 65.
13 Mansfield, Peter: The Making of the 20th Century. The Ottoman Empire and its Successors. 
London, The Macmillan Press Ltd 1976, p. 38.
14 Antonius, The Arab Awakening, p. 161.
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He had given him to understand that, so far as Najd was concerned, the Turks would 
expect help in vain. Ibn Sa°üd had been compelled to accept the overlordship of the 
Sultan in 1914, but he now threw this off and in December 1915 signed a treaty with 
the British government which gave Britain large measure of control over his foreign 
policy, but acknowledged the independence and territorial integrity of the Najd and 
granted him an annual subsidy.15

* * *

The negotiations between Britain and the Sharif and the agreement which led 
to his final decision to raise the flag of revolt against the Turks are embodied in an 
exchange of letters known as the Husayn-McMahon correspondence. From the 
beginning Sharif Husayn gave a willing reception to British overtures. Sir Henry 
McMahon, the British High Commissioner in Egypt, was delegated to act in this 
matter on the British government’s behalf. The correspondence took place be
tween July 1915 and March 1916 and the Sharif was no longer anxious merely to 
consolidate his amirate in al-Hijāz, but to emerge as king of the Arabs, a potential 
caliph, the spokesman of an Arab nationalist movement which had developed 
independently of him in centres far outside his control.16

The Sharif s aim was to elicit British support for Arab independence in all the 
Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire from Mersin in the north, the Persian 
frontier in the east, the Mediterranean in the west and the Red Sea and Indian 
Ocean in the south. The only temporary exception he was prepared to make was 
Aden. No doubt he was aware that Britain would not agree to all this, but, like 
most negotiators, he began with his maximum bargaining position. Sir Henry an
swered on 30 August 1915, that discussion about the future frontiers was rather 
premature. In a letter dated 9 September, forwarded to the Foreign Office on 18 
October by Sir Henry, the Sharif insisted upon an immediate discussion. In this 
letter he included a statement of Husayn’s representative in Cairo, which declared: 
“The occupation by France of the thoroughly Arabian districts of Damascus, Hums, 
Hamā and Aleppo would be opposed by force of arms by the Arabs; but with the 
exception of these districts, the Arabs are willing to accept a few modifications of 
the north-western frontiers proposed by the Sharif}1

McMahon replied, by his government order on 24 October 1915. In this cru
cial second letter he pledged British support for Arab independence in the areas 
requested by the Sharif with several reservations which are worth noting:

The districts of Mersin and Alexandretta, and portions of Syria lying to the 
west of the districts of Damascus, Hums, Hamā and Aleppo, cannot be said to be

15 Hurewitz, J. C.: Diplomacy in the Near and Middle East. A Documentary Record: Volume 
II, 1914 -  1956. Princeton, New Jersey, Toronto, New York, London: D. Van Nostrand Co. 
Inc., 1956, pp. 17 -  18.
16 Holt, Egypt and the Fertile Crescent, p. 264.
17 Cumming, Henry H.: Franco-British Rivalry in the Post-War Near East. Oxford University 
Press 1938, p. 34.
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purely Arab, and must on that account be excepted from the proposed delimita
tion.

Subject to that modification, and without prejudice to the treaties concluded 
between us and certain Arab Chiefs, we accept that delimitation.

As for the regions lying within the proposed frontiers, in which Great Britain is 
free to act without detriment to the interests of her ally France, I am authorised to 
give you following pledges on behalf of the Government of Great Britain, and to 
reply as follows to your note:

(1) That subject to the modifications stated above, Great Britain is prepared to 
recognise and uphold the independence of the Arabs in all the regions lying within 
the frontiers proposed by the Sharif of Mecca;

(4) That it is understood that the Arabs have already decided to seek the coun
sels and advice of Great Britain exclusively; and that such European advisers and 
officials as may be needed to establish a sound system of administration shall be 
British;

(5) That, as regards to the two vilayets o f Baghdad and Basra, the Arabs 
recognise that the fact of Great Britain s established position and interests there 
will call for the setting up of special administrative arrangements to protect those 
regions from foreign aggression, to promote the welfare of their inhabitants and 
to safeguard our mutual economic interests.18

There is considerable ambiguity about the key phrases in this letter, and this 
ambiguity was no doubt deliberate. The British government was by now extremely 
anxious to have the Sharif as an ally, but it did not want to arouse French suspicions 
of its intentions, and it had not made up its mind whether to deal with the Sharif as 
the acknowledged leader of all the Arabs or only of those of al-Hijāz.19 The phrase 
“portions of Syria lying to the west of the districts of Damascus, Hums, Hamā and 
Aleppo” presumably refers to an area roughly corresponding to Lebanon of the 
present day and the Mediterranean coastal area of Syria. It could not be said to have 
included Palestine. Palestine, as such, is not mentioned, and cannot, on any reason
able reading of this clause, be regarded as part of the excluded territory.

It could be argued that Palestine was not mentioned in any of the correspon
dence because Palestine was not an Ottoman administrative division, although it 
was a geographical expression employed throughout the Christian world. But by 
no stretch of the imagination could McMahon’s pledge be said to have excluded 
from the area of Arab independence either the Sanjaq of Jerusalem (the southern 
half of Palestine) or the greater part of Syria. After the War, with the emergence of 
the Palestine problem, the supposed ambiguity of the letter aroused much contro
versy. The Arab nationalists argued that Palestine was included in the area in 
which the independence of the Arabs would be recognized. Winston Churchill, as 
British colonial secretary in 1922, rejected this interpretation,20 but the most ob
vious interpretation of McMahon’s second letter is that it was not excluded.

18 Sir Henry McMahon’s Second Note to the Sharif Husain, Cairo, 24 October 1915. In: Antonius, 
The Arab Awakening, Appendices No. 4, pp. 419 -  420.
19 Zeine, Zeine N.: The Struggle for Arab Independence. Beirut, Khayats 1966, pp. 6 -  10.
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In his reply to McMahon’s second letter the SharJf accepted the modification 
excluding Mersin and Adana (now part of Turkey) from the Arab kingdom, but 
refused to consider the “Vilayets of Aleppo and Beirut and their western mari
time coasts” as anything but Arab provinces. On the question of the Iraqi prov
inces he compromised, pointing out that because they were part of the former 
Arab Empire, the seat of the caliphs and the first centre of Arab culture it would 
be “impossible to persuade or compel the Arab nation to renounce the honourable 
association”, he agreed that for the sake of British interests those areas at that 
time occupied by British troops (mainly the province of Basra) saying: “we 
should be willing, in our desire to facilitate agreement, to allow those parts ... to 
remain so occupied for a period to be determined by negotiation, without preju
dice to the rights of either party or injury to the natural wealth and resources of 
those parts”.21

In a further letter McMahon wrote that the British government had understood 
and carefully noted the Sharif's statement concerning the two Vilayets of Aleppo 
and Beirut. “But as the interests of their ally France are involved in those two 
provinces, the question calls for careful consideration.”22 In his reply to this the 
Sharif declared his willingness to shelve the question in the interests of avoiding 
anything which might possibly injure the alliance of Britain and France. “We have 
felt bound to steer clear of that which might have impaired the alliance between 
Great Britain and France and their concord during the calamities of the present 
war. On the other hand, we shall deem it our duty, at the earliest opportunity after 
the conclusion of the war, to claim from you Bairut and its coastal regions which 
we will overlook for the moment on account of France.”23 In his last letter 
McMahon stated, that “it is our firm determination not to allow anything to stand 
in the way of our ending this war in complete victory. Moreover, when victory is 
attained, the friendship between Great Britain and France will be stronger and 
closer than ever.”24

It is clear that the Sharif was placing considerable trust in Britain to defend the 
interests of the Arabs when the war was over. He was no doubt aware that Britain, 
with its military base in Egypt, was certain to emerge from the war as a stronger 
power than France in the area and he had confidence in British integrity. At the 
same time he was anxious to wind up the negotiations, which had now lasted for 
over a year, so that the Arab revolt could begin. His means of warding off Turkish

20 Statement of British Policy (Churchill Memorandum) on Palestine, 1 July 1922. In: Hurewitz, 
Diplomacy in the Near and Middle East. Vol. II, pp. 103 -  106.
21 The Sharif Husain’s Third Note to Sir Henry McMahon, Mecca, 5 November 1915. In: 
Antonius, The Arab Awakening, Appendices No. 5, pp. 421 -  423.
22 Sir Henry McMahon’s Third Note to the Sharif Husain, Cairo, 13 December 1915. In: 
Antonius, The Arab Awakening, Appendices No. 6, pp. 423 -  424.
23 The Sharif Husain’s Fourth Note to Sir Henry McMahon, Mecca, 1 January 1916. In: Antonius, 
The Arab Awakening, Appendices No. 7, pp. 424 -  426.
24 Sir Henry McMahon’s Fourth Note to the Sharif Husain, Cairo, 30 January 1916. In: Antonius, 
The Arab Awakening, Appendices No. 6, pp. 426 -  427.
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suspicions were becoming exhausted, while the situation was bringing matters to 
a head.25

Jamäl Pasha’s first policy in Syria had been to try to secure the whole-hearted 
support of the Muslim majority of the population for the Turkish war effort. But 
after the failure of his first attempts to invade Egypt across the Suez Canal his 
intelligence services made him aware of the great scale of underground Arab anti- 
Turkish activities. He resorted to a policy of repression. First he took every oppor
tunity to send Arab units of the Ottoman Army out of Syria and replace them with 
Turks, and then he put on trial before a military court a number of prominent Arab 
civilians who had been implicated in treasonable activities by documents seized 
in the French consulates. Eleven were publicly executed in August 1915 and twenty- 
one more the following January.26

The Sharif knew that he had to act, especially as a large Turco-German force 
was about to arrive in the al-Hijāz on its way to Yemen. After recalling his son 
Faysal from Damascus, where he had been urgently summoned by Jamäl Pasha, 
Husayn raised the flag of the Arab revolt on 10 June 1916. The small Turkish 
garrison in Mecca surrendered after some fighting, and Jidda as well as other 
towns capitulated during the first few weeks of revolt. Medina alone remained 
under Ottoman control, and the garrison maintained its stubborn resistance to the 
end of war.27 The Sharif had hoped for a landing of Allied troops at Alexandretta 
to facilitate a simultaneous uprising against the Turks in Syria, but, although this 
plan was vigorously supported by the British military commanders in the Near 
East, it was turned down by the British war cabinet, partly because of French 
opposition to any landing in Syria with other than French troops. The Turks held 
Syria too firmly for an uprising to take place without external support so the Arab 
Revolt remained confined to al-Hijāz until the allied advance from Egypt the fol
lowing year. On 2 November 1916 Sharif Husayn was proclaimed “King of the 
Arab countries” by his followers, an assembly of religious and secular notables. 
The news caused a flutter especially in British and French circles, because it was 
regarded as an untimely and injudicious step. Eventually a formula was devised 
by the Allies, whereby the Sharif was recognized as King of al-Hijāz, and formal 
notification of this was addressed to him on the 3rd January 1917, in identical 
British and French notes.28

The immediate effect of the Revolt in the Arabian peninsula was considerable. 
Ibn Rashid and the Imam of Yemen remained pro-Turkish but they were now 
isolated, and at a meeting in Kuwait in November Ibn Sacūd, the Ruler of Kuwait

25 Mūsā, Sulaymän: Al-haraka al-carabīya. Al-marhala al-ūlā li-n-nahda al-carabīya al-hadlta, 
1908 -  1914. (The Arab Movement. The First Stage of the Modem Arab Renaissance). Beirut, 
Dār an-nahār li-n-nashr 1977, pp. 164 -  165; Anls, Muhammad wa Harräz, as-Sayyid Rajab: 
Ash-Sharq al-carabl fi at-tārīeh al-hadlt wa al-mucāsir. Cairo, Dār an-nahda al-carablya 1967, 
pp. 295 -  303.
26 Antonius, The Arab Awakening, pp. 186 -  187.
27 Holt, Egypt and the Fertile Crescent, p. 273.
28 Antonius, The Arab Awakening, p. 213.

48



and a number of minor chieftains, declared their open support for England and the 
Arabs. But in Iraq there was no response to the Revolt for several reasons. Like 
Syria it was under firm Turkish control, and most of the potential Arab leaders 
were serving away from home in the Ottoman army. But it was equally important 
that Iraq was regarded as the concern of the government of India, which never 
looked favourably on the sharifian revolt. Indian Muslims, who formed a vital 
element in the Indian army, were deeply attached to the Caliphate and had no 
regard for Arab nationalism.29

As it was, the Arab revolt immobilized some 30,000 Turkish troops along the 
railway from Amman to Medina, and prevented the Turco-German forces in Syria 
from linking up with the Turkish garrison in Yemen. There could have been the 
most serious consequences for the Allies if the enemy forces in Arabia had made 
contact with the Germans in East Africa and succeeded in closing the Red Sea to 
Allied shipping. Arab forces, who were mainly armed tribesmen with a core of 
regular troops, carried out valuable guerrilla operations on the right flank of the 
British Expeditionary Force from Egypt as it advanced into Palestine. By a daring 
stroke they captured cAqaba in July 1917. The capture of this sea base on the 
northern arm of the Red Sea removed all danger to the British communications in 
Sinai and opened the way for the Arabs to become a lever on the flank of the 
Turkish forces opposing the British.30 These operations would not have been pos
sible without the help of the British navy on the coast of al-Hijāz, and the co
operation of several British officers, of whom T. E. Lawrence is only the best 
known. The Arabs made an important contribution to the defeat of the Turks, but 
there was little they could do on their own.

After the war Sir Henry McMahon’s letters were to be the basis of Arab na
tionalist charges against Britain of betrayal.31 Others have denied that any breach 
of faith was involved on the ground that Sharif Husayn must have known of the 
existence of separate Anglo-French negotiations on the future of the Arab prov
inces of the Ottoman Empire and of their real intentions towards them. The scheme, 
Balfour was to write in 1919 of the Sykes-Picot Agreement, was not thought out, it 
had obvious imperfections. But the imposition of an order to replace the Ottoman 
one was not manifest, and this is why the attempt to carry out the agreement was 
neither sympathetic nor honest.32 Regardless of whether the Sharif must or should 
have been aware of Britain’s plans, there can be no doubt that they were incom
patible with some pledges contained in McMahon’s letters.

The burden of the Arab charge of betrayal rests on the fact that when the Re
volt began Britain had already entered into a secret agreement with France and 
Russia on the partition of the Ottoman Empire, in which Britain was less than 
frank with its other two partners about the pledges made to the Arabs during 1915.

29 Mansfield, The Making of the 20th Century, p. 43.
30 Hart, History of the First World War, pp. 212 -  213.
31 Williams, Ann: Britain and France in the Middle East and North Africa. London 1968, p. 13.
32 Kedourie, Elie: England and the Middle East: The Destruction of the Ottoman Empire, 1914 
-  1921. London 1956, pp. 65 -  66.
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The accord is known as the Sykes-Picot Agreement33 after the principal French 
and British negotiators, Georges Picot and Sir Mark Sykes. According to the Agree
ment the whole of Syria and Iraq and a large area of southern Turkey were to be 
partitioned into spheres of direct or indirect French and British influence. In the 
so-called “red” and “blue” areas Britain and France would be “allowed to estab
lish such direct or indirect administration or control” as they desired. The British 
red area comprised most of the Ottoman Vilayets of Baghdad and Basra as well as 
the ports of Haifa and Acre on the coast of Palestine. The French blue area cov
ered the coast of Syria including Alexandretta, Latakia, Tripoli, Beirut, Tyre and 
Sidon, and included a large area of central and southern Asia Minor. In addition 
there were the “A” and “B” areas in which France and Britain were prepared “to 
recognize and uphold an independent Arab state or a confederation of Arab states” 
under the suzerainty of an Arab chief. France’s “A” area comprised Mosul and all 
the principal towns of Syria -  Damascus, Aleppo, Hums and Hamā. Britain’s “B” 
area stretched from Kirkuk to Amman and was mainly deserted. In addition there 
was an area coloured brown on the map, covering Jerusalem and part of Palestine, 
which was to be under some form of international organization.

It is not certain, whether STian/* Husayn must have had more than an inkling of 
Britain and France’s real intentions towards Syria and Iraq. His apprehensions 
grew in the early months of 1917, and in May Sir Mark Sykes was sent to Jidda by 
the British Foreign Office to allay his fears. But although Sykes and Husayn dis
cussed the question of French aims in Lebanon and on the Syrian coast, with 
Husayn maintaining the principle that these were as much Arab in character as the 
interior, Sykes did not inform him of the details of the broader aspects of the 
Sykes-Picot agreement.34 He only learned of these in November 1917, when the 
Bolsheviks had seized power in Russia and discovered documents referring to the 
Sykes-Picot agreement among the imperial archives. They informed the Turks, 
who lost no time in passing them on to the Arabs as proof of treachery against the 
Muslim peoples of the Ottoman Empire on the part of the Christian Powers.

The revelation was clearly embarrassing to Britain. Profoundly disturbed, 
Husayn at once requested clarification from his British allies but obtained only 
vague replies. Sir Reginald Wingate (who had succeeded McMahon in Cairo) 
represented the Petrograd documents as referring to provisional exchanges be
tween the British, French and Russian governments rather than any hard agree
ment, and suggested that the success of the Arab Revolt and the withdrawal of 
Russia from the war had created an entirely new situation. This was true as far as 
it went, but the “new situation” did not mean that the prospects for Arab indepen
dence had improved. Hoping for the best, Husayn still decided to remain faithful 
to his ally.35

33 Tripartite (Sykes-Picot) Agreement for the Partition of the Ottoman Empire: Britain, France 
and Russia, 26 April -  23 October 1916. In: Hurewitz, Diplomacy in the Near and Middle East. 
Vol. II, pp. 1 8 -2 2 .
34 Antonius, The Arab Awakening, p. 252.
35 Lenczowski, The Middle East in World Affairs, p. 77.
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Under Allenby’s brilliant general-ship the Allied forces had advanced into 
Palestine to take Jerusalem on 9 December. He was held up by severe winter and 
the stiffening of Turco-German resistance, but in September 1918 he resumed his 
advance to drive the Turks out of Syria: Damascus fell on 1 October, Beirut on 8 
October and Aleppo on 26 October. The advance halted on 30 October when 
Turkey capitulated by signing the Mudros Armistice: the Ottoman Empire, which 
had lasted four hundred years, came to an end.36 Wild Arab rejoicing greeted the 
liberation of Syria. The civil population had suffered fearfully from the war, be
cause a plague of locusts, combined with the normal disruption of war and the 
corruption of Turkish officials and Syrian merchants, had caused widespread fam
ine. Between one third and half a million people died out of a total population of 
four million.37

It was Allenby’s policy wherever possible to allow Faysal’s troops to enter the 
captured cities triumphantly and take over the administration. But the entente with 
France was clearly Britain’s first consideration, and when France objected to the 
display of Faysal’s flag in Beirut Allenby ordered its removal. Allenby told Faysal 
that he could not occupy the Syrian littoral but only the Syrian hinterland.38 The 
de facto application of the Sykes-Picot Agreement had already begun. Iraq was 
placed under a single Anglo-Indian administration with a British civil commis
sioner at its head. The British Occupied Enemy Territory Administration South 
(OETA South) covered approximately the area of the subsequent Palestinian man
date, and the French OETA East covered the Syrian interior. The French-adminis
tered OETA West comprised the whole Syrian and Lebanon coastal area from 
Tyre to Cilicia.

Nevertheless, the Allies had taken steps to try to allay Arab fears. In the spring 
of 1918 a group of seven prominent Arabs living in Cairo had presented a memo
randum asking for a clear definition of British policy. The British reply, which 
became known as the Declaration to the Seven,39 was given the widest publicity. 
Referring to the Arab territories liberated by the actions of the Arab armies, the 
British government declared its policy in these to be that “the future government 
of those territories should be based upon the principle of the consent of the gov
erned”. With regard to those territories still under Turkish rule (that is most of 
Syria and northern Iraq) the British government merely asserted its desire “that 
the oppressed peoples in these territories should obtain their freedom and inde
pendence”.

The phrase referring to the “consent of the governed” in the third category is 
particularly significant because it was at least nominally the basis of the post-war

36 Hurewitz, Diplomacy in the Near and Middle East. Vol. II, pp. 36 -  37.
37 Antonius, The Arab Awakening, p. 241.
38 Hughes, Matthew: Allenby and British Strategy in the Middle East, 1917 -1 9 1 9 . London 
and Portland, Or., Frank Cass 1999, p. 106.
39 British and Anglo-French Statements to the Arabs, January -  November 1918. 2. The Dec
laration to the Seven, Ca, 16 June 1918. In: Hurewitz, Diplomacy in the Near and Middle East. 
Vol. B, pp. 29 -  30.
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settlement. It was given immense moral force by its inclusion in July among the 
“Four Ends” of peace of the American President, Woodrow Wilson, which were 
to be embodied in the League of Nations Covenant. It was further reinforced by 
the Anglo-French Declaration of 7 November 1918,40 which was issued by the 
British military commands in Palestine, Syria and Iraq, and given even wider 
publicity than the Declaration to the Seven. This said that the goal of the British 
and French governments was the complete and final liberation of peoples op
pressed by the Turks, and the setting up of national governments and administra
tions which should derive their authority from the free exercise of the initiative 
and choice of the indigenous population. Declarations of this kind by the Powers 
raised the expectations not only of the Arabs of Syria and Iraq, but of the Egyp
tians and of all peoples in the world who were living under some form of colonial 
or imperial rule.

It was not only fears of British and French imperial ambitions which raised 
doubts about the sincerity of their belief in government by consent. On 2 Novem
ber 1917 -  shortly before the revelation of the Sykes-Picot agreement -  there had 
been another British statement of policy involving the Near East. This was the 
Balfour Declaration which took the form of a letter from the British Foreign Sec
retary to Lord Rothschild, a leading British Jew, and read as follows: His Majesty's 
Government view with favour the establishment in Palestine of a National Home 
for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeavours to facilitate the achieve
ment of this object, it being clearly understood that nothing shall be done which 
may prejudice the civil and religious rights of existing non-Jewish communities in 
Palestine, or the rights and political status enjoyed by Jews in any other coun
try41

The motives behind the British government’s action in supporting the adoles
cent Zionist movement against the opposition of the majority of British Jews and 
of the only Jew in the Cabinet -  Edwin Montagu -  were varied. On the practical 
side there was the hope of securing support for the Allies from Zionists in Ger
many and Austria (where Zionism had originated) who might otherwise have been 
attracted by Central Powers’ promises of support and repelled by Russian anti
semitism. British statesmen probably held the exaggerated view of the economic 
power and influence of world Jewry which was common at that time. They also 
saw an advantage of having a friendly community in Palestine, since the war had 
revealed the vulnerability of the Suez Canal. The Prime Minister, Lloyd George, 
had close friendly relations with the leading British Zionist, Chaim Weizmann 
(later the President of Israel); and the Zionists, who were strongly opposed to the 
internationalization of Palestine, were prepared to work for a British protectorate 
over the Holy Land in return for British support for Zionism. The most recent

40 British and Anglo-French Statements to the Arabs, January -  November 1918. 4. Anglo- 
French Declaration, 7 November 1918. In: Hurewitz, Diplomacy in the Near and Middle East. 
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41 The British (Balfour) Declaration of Sympathy with Zionist Aspirations, 4 June -  2 Novem
ber 1917. In: Hurewitz, Diplomacy in the Near and Middle East. Vol. II, pp. 25 -  26.

52



researches have shown that Sir Mark Sykes, who was delegated by Lloyd George 
to negotiate with the Zionists, played a key role in persuading the Cabinet to 
accept the idea.42 On the idealistic side, several British ministers who, even if 
they were agnostic in their views, had all been brought up in the spirit of nine
teenth-century Bible-reading Protestantism, were attracted by the romantic idea 
of helping the Jewish people to return to their promised land after two thousand 
years.

Whatever the motives of the British government, their action was remarkable 
in view of the objective facts about Palestine at that time. The number of Jews in 
Palestine was about 60,000 out of a total population of 750,000 who were mostly 
Arabs. Yet the Balfour Declaration refers to the 93 per cent majority as the “non- 
Jewish communities”. When the Declaration was made Palestine was still in Turkish 
hands; Jerusalem was to fall a month later. Even among the small Jewish commu
nity in Palestine the Zionists were a minority, as they were in the rest of the world 
where most Jews were either neutral or actively hostile to Zionism at that time.

Balfour and his colleagues could not foresee the future course of events. Great 
powers were accustomed to feeling that they could decide the developments in 
areas under their control. They must have had more than an inkling of the reality 
of Zionist objectives in Palestine. In fact they withstood the Zionist demand for a 
declaration in favour of the establishment of the national home for the Jews in 
Palestine rather than a national home -  a significant difference. The Zionists ac
cepted less than their demands for tactical reasons, but they never abandoned their 
objective which was the creation of a state with a Jewish majority and a Zionist 
character in Palestine. They pursued this aim with tenacity and dedication until 
they achieved it thirty years later 43

There is clear evidence that one key figure on the British side was fully aware 
that the Arabs were being deceived both with regard to the implications of the 
Declaration and the various pledges of self-determination for the peoples of the 
former Ottoman provinces. This was Balfour himself. In a memorandum he wrote 
on Syria, Palestine and Iraq in August 1919 he pointed out that in Syria the popu
lations had no choice other than to accept a French-controlled administration after 
the war. He added:

The contradiction between the letter of the Covenant and the policy of the 
Allies is even more flagrant in the case of the independent nation of Palestine than 
in that of the independent nation of Syria. For in Palestine we do not propose even 
to go through the form of consulting the wishes of the present inhabitants of the 
country, though the American Commission has been going through the form of 
seeing what they are. The four great powers are committed to Zionism and Zion
ism, be it right or wrong, good or bad, is rooted in age-long tradition, in present

42 The Balfour Declaration, 2.11.1917. In: Dokumenty k otázce Blízkého a Středního východu. 
(Documents to the Near and Middle Eastern Question). Prague, Ministry of Foreign Affairs 
1963, p. 24.
43 See Palestine Papers 1917 — 1922: Seeds of Conflict. London 1972. Compiled and annotated 
by D. Ingrams, p. 46.
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needs, in future hopes, o//ar profounder import than the desires and prejudices of 
the 700,000 Arabs who now inhabit that ancient land.

In my opinion that is right. What I have never been able to understand is how 
it can be harmonised with the (Anglo-French) declaration, the Covenant, or the 
instructions to the Commission of Enquiry ...

In fact, so far as Palestine is concerned, the powers have made no statement of 
fact that is not admittedly wrong, and no declaration of policy which, at least in 
the letter, they have not always intended to violate.u

Article 22 of the Covenant specifically referred to “Certain communities for
merly belonging to the Turkish Empire” having reached a stage of development 
where “their existence as independent nations can be provisionally recognized 
subject to the rendering of administrative advice and assistance by a mandatory 
until such time as they are able to stand alone”.45 The declared purpose of the 
mandate system created during the 1919 peace settlement was that one of the 
Powers should assist a former colonial territory to achieve full independence 
through the establishment of representative institutions. It was most definitely not 
intended to create new imperial possessions.

Ultimately the noble aims were no match for the overwhelming technical and 
organizational superiority of the Allies -  although they did ensure that the Turkish 
heartland of Anatolia was preserved from dismemberment when the war was over. 
But the weakness of the Ottoman Empire as a whole was the animosity between 
the Turks and the majority of its subjects, the Arabs. It was this weakness that the 
Allies were ready and eager to exploit. If Germany had won the war the Ottoman 
Empire and caliphate might have survived, although the Empire could hardly have 
escaped radical transformation. The Bolshevik Revolution of 1917, by eliminat
ing Russia from the war, almost certainly saved the Ottoman Empire from losing 
Constantinople and some of its northern provinces, but the Anglo-French victory 
in the war ensured that European Christian hegemony spread to nearly all the 
Muslim areas which had hitherto escaped it.

44 Documents on British Foreign Policy, 1919 -  1939, edited by L. E. Woodward and R. Butler. 
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